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constraint is the need to convince a majority of the Members of Parliament 
that they should vote in favour of the proposed legislation.
The evolution of London Government
　The development of local government in London is shown diagram-
matically in Figure 1.  The City of London Corporation is London’s oldest 
institution of government.  The first Mayor was appointed in 1192.   As most 
cities have grown, their governments have extended their jurisdictions. 
This did not happen in the case of London.  The City of London Corporation 
chose to restrict its jurisdiction to the historic “square mile” (actually 1.12 
square miles or 2.90 square kilometres).  In the remainder of the country, 
the foundations of modern urban local government were laid down by 
the Municipal Corporations Act 1835.  This established the principle of 
democratic self-government, but the Act did not apply to London.  The result 
was that it was not until the last decade of the 19th century, with London’
s population approaching 6 million, that London had any form of unified and 
democratic local government.
　This is not to say that there were no changes or that the problems created 
by the growth of London were ignored.  A number of new institutions were 
created.  The first of these was the Metropolitan Police, established in 1829, 
to deal with problems of law and order in an area within a 24-kilometre 
Figure 1　The development of local government in London
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radius of Charing Cross.  Charing Cross is the equivalent of Nihombashi, the 
place from which distances from London are generally measured.  The Home 
Secretary retained direct responsibility for the Metropolitan Police until 
2000.  The City of London was, however, excluded from the Metropolitan 
Police district.  It remains a separate police authority today.
　A second major institution was the Metropolitan Board of Works, 
established in 1855.  It was originally created to improve the drainage 
system of the rapidly growing metropolis, and to pave, light, and clean 
the streets（2）.  Other responsibilities were added later.  Perhaps the most 
important of these was the creation of a Metropolitan Fire Brigade.  Some of 
the other needs were, however, met by the setting-up of special institutions 
rather than by giving extra responsibilities to the Metropolitan Board of 
Works.  The Metropolitan Asylums Board was created in 1867 to house 
people who were mentally ill, and the London School Board was set up in 
1870.
　The first unified system of local government in London was introduced 
as a result of the Local Government Act 1888. This Act created new County 
Councils throughout England and Wales, new all-purpose County Borough 
Councils for the larger towns and cities, and the London County Council 
for the metropolis.  Its area of jurisdiction, which was the same as the 
Metropolitan Board of Works, became the Administrative County of London 
and included the whole urban area at that time.  It took over the duties of the 
former institutions such as the Metropolitan Board of Works and the London 
School Board.  It rapidly established itself as a powerful political body, 
second only to the national government.  Figure 2 shows the relationship of 
the County of London to the present day area of Greater London.
　To begin with there was just one tier of local government in London, the 
London County Council, which was generally known by its initials - LCC. 
However in 1899 the London Government Act created 28 Metropolitan 
Borough Councils to carry out functions subsidiary to the LCC.  The City of 
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London Corporation was not affected. 
　As had happened with the Metropolitan Board of Works, over time the 
duties and powers of the LCC were extended to enable the LCC to provide 
better services, but not all the new duties were given to the LCC.  A number 
of new institutions were set up outside the local government system.  For 
example, the Metropolitan Water Board was created in 1902, the Port of 
London Authority in 1908, and the London Passenger Transport Board in 
1933.  The government maintained its control of the Metropolitan Police. 
This structure of local government in London survived until 1965.
　Between 1918 and 1939 London grew rapidly, doubling the size of 
the urbanised area and extending far beyond the boundaries of the 
Inner London Boroughs: 1 City of London, 2 Camden, 3 Hackney, 4 Hammersmith 
and Fulham, 5 Haringey, 6 Islington, 7 Kensington and Chelsea, 8 Lambeth, 
9 Lewisham, 10 Newham, 11 Southwark, 12 Tower Hamlets, 13 Wandsworth, 
14 Westminster.  Outer London Boroughs: 15 Barking and Dagenham, 16 Barnet, 
17 Bexley, 18 Brent, 19 Bromley, 20 Croydon, 21 Ealing, 22 Greenwich, 23 Harrow, 
24 Havering, 25 Hillingdon, 26 Hounslow, 27 Kingston upon Thames, 28 Merton, 29 
Redbridge, 30 Richmond upon Thames, 31 Sutton, 32 Waltham Forest, 33 Enfield.
Figure 2　Greater London and the London Boroughs
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Administrative County of London.  Although the rate of growth slowed after 
the end of the Second World War, partly as a result of the designation of the 
London Green Belt, London was changing in other ways.  The rapid growth 
of road traffic was a major concern.  A Royal Commission was appointed in 
1957 to consider the future of local government in London, including the 
division of responsibilities between the different tiers of government, the 
area to be administered, and the management of the transport system（3）. 
The future of the Metropolitan Police, health services and water supply were 
excluded.
　Once again, a unique system of local government was created for London 
in 1965 as a result of the London Government Act 1963.  The Greater 
London Council, like its predecessor often referred to as by its initials - 
GLC, was established as a regional authority for a new administrative area 
of 1579 square kilometres with a population of 7.7 million.  The Act also 
created 32 London Borough Councils but, once again, the City of London 
Corporation was unaffected.  The Boroughs are shown on Figure 2. The GLC 
was intended to be a strategic authority, but in may cases the responsibilities 
given to the GLC paralleled those given to the London Borough Councils. 
For example the GLC was responsible for managing the major roads 
whereas the Borough Councils were responsible for local roads.  The GLC 
was responsible for providing public housing to meet strategic housing 
needs whilst the Borough Councils were to meet local needs.  Education 
in inner London was the responsibility of a new Inner London Education 
Authority but the responsibility of the London Boroughs in outer London. 
Responsibility for London Transport was not initially given to the GLC but 
was later transferred to the GLC under the Transport (London) Act 1969. 
　Before 1965 the LCC had been the dominant organisation in relation to 
the Metropolitan Borough Councils.   Although the GLC was in many ways 
the successor organisation to the LCC, the relationship between the GLC 
and the London Borough Councils was quite different.  Whilst the GLC was 
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a much larger organisation, with a much larger budget than any Borough 
Council, the Boroughs were much more independent and did not accept 
the GLC taking a leadership role.  Individual Boroughs resisted proposals, 
for example for new roads, which they did not consider to be in their local 
interest, even when the GLC argued that they were in London’s overall 
interest.
　When the GLC was established, it had responsibility for roads but not 
for public transport.  It therefore began drawing up plans for an extensive 
system of urban motorways.  However, these plans were strongly opposed 
by many of the London Borough Councils and by the general public 
because of the huge amount of property that would be demolished in order 
to allow them to be built.   As a result of this opposition, and taking over 
responsibility for London Underground and bus services under the Transport 
(London) Act 1969, the focus of GLC transport policy steadily moved away 
from road construction towards improved management of the existing roads 
system and improved public transport.
　In the early 1980s the GLC, then newly under Labour Party control with 
Ken Livingston as Leader, adopted a strongly pro-public transport policy. 
This involved increasing subsidies to London Transport and reducing 
fares.  It was very successful in the sense that the use of public transport 
rose sharply after many years of decline.  However, this policy was in 
direct opposition to the policy adopted by the government, then under 
Conservative Party control with Margaret Thatcher as Prime Minister.  Her 
policy was that public transport should be self-financing.  This was not the 
only area of conflict between the government and the GLC but it was the 
conflict which eventually led to the abolition of the GLC.
　The reason given for the abolition of the GLC was that it was an 
unnecessary tier of administration.  The Government argued that the 
London Borough Councils were perfectly capable of managing all the 
services in their areas and did not need any intermediate tier of government 
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between them and the national government.  Many Conservative Party 
Members of Parliament considered that abolition of the GLC was the wrong 
way in which to resolve a dispute over policy but they were, nevertheless, 
loyal to their Prime Minister and voted for abolition.   Many London 
Borough Councillors, who were members of the Labour Party, opposed the 
abolition of the GLC in public.  In private, however, they were pleased to see 
it abolished because it increased their autonomy.  The GLC was abolished on 
31 March 1986.
 　The responsibilities of the GLC were transferred to the London Borough 
Councils, to central government and to newly created organisations.  For 
example, all housing responsibilities went to the London Borough Councils, 
whilst central government took over responsibility for many of the major 
roads.  London Transport became a separate authority with directors 
appointed by the government.  New organisations which were set up 
included the London Fire and Civil Defence Authority, the London Planning 
Advisory Committee and the London Waste Regulation Authority.  Each of 
these organisations was under the direction of a management committee 
comprising an elected Councillor from each of the 32 London Borough 
Councils and the City of London Corporation. 
　These arrangements worked much better than many people expected. 
The disasters that some people foretold simply did not happen.  Rubbish was 
not left lying in the streets and the traffic signals did not stop working. The 
problems are subtler than that.  For example, the South East of England was 
rapidly running out of space for the disposal of urban waste by landfill.  The 
surrounding counties were becoming increasingly reluctant to take waste 
from London because they need any space which remained for the disposal 
of their own waste.  It was agreed that London needed a new comprehensive 
waste management plan but there was no organisation to prepare it.
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The Greater London Authority
　The Labour Party stated in its Manifesto for the 1997 General Election 
that it would, if elected, establish a new London wide authority to address 
these problems.  The Labour Party was elected and the new government 
quickly published a consultation paper entitled New Leadership for London 
setting out its proposals for an elected strategic authority for London.   A 
year later 72% of Londoners voted in favour of the setting up of a new 
Greater London Authority with a directly elected Mayor and an assembly. 
The first Mayor was elected in May 2000 together with the 25 Members of 
the London Assembly
　Like the Metropolitan Board of Works, the LCC, and the GLC before, 
the Government created an institution that was unique in the history of 
the UK.  Until 2000, the powers of a local authority in the UK had always 
Figure 3　The Greater London Authority and its four executive agencies
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resided in the Council, which includes all the Councillors elected to serve 
on it.  The powers to make decisions on routine matters were delegated to 
committees comprising a smaller group of Councillors but their decisions 
were taken on behalf of the full Council.  The full council always took major 
decisions.  Council meetings were chaired by the Mayor, or the Chairman of 
the Council, who adopted a politically neutral position when elected by his or 
her fellow councillors to serve in this position.  The Mayor also represented 
the Council at official functions but had no executive powers.  The proposal 
to have a directly elected executive Mayor for London was therefore a 
major change not just for London but for the UK as a whole.  The Local 
Government Act 2000 allowed other local authorities to adopt the directly 
elected Mayor system of governance provided this was approved in a local 
referendum（4）.
　The new Greater London Authority, generally abbreviated to GLA, 
corresponds to Tokyo Metropolitan Government, but it works in a different 
way.  It also has less power than Tokyo Metropolitan Government. The 
GLA itself is a small organisation.  Its work is mainly done through 4 
executive agencies, referred to in the legislation as the “functional bodies”. 
The establishment of the GLA did not significantly affect the London 
Boroughs because many of its functions were transferred either from central 
government or from single purpose authorities such as London Regional 
Transport.  The most radical of these transfers of power was the transfer of 
responsibility for the Metropolitan Police from the Home Secretary to the 
new Metropolitan Police Authority.  It had been retained under the direct 
control of central government since it was established 171 years earlier 
whereas policing was the responsibility of local Police Authorities elsewhere.
　The powers and duties of the GLA are set out in the Greater London 
Authority Acts of 1999 and 2007.  These specify that the principle purposes 
of the GLA are: 
　・ promoting economic development and wealth creation in Greater 
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London;
　・promoting social development in Greater London; and
　・promoting the improvement of the environment in Greater London（5）.
　　 The Authority has the power to do anything which it considers will 
further any one or more of its principal objectives but, in doing so, it 
must have regard to:
　・the health of people in Greater London, and
　・the achievement of sustainable development. 
　The Mayor has a duty to set out plans and policies for London covering 
transport, planning and development, housing, economic development and 
regeneration, culture, health inequalities, and a range of environmental 
issues including climate change, biodiversity, ambient noise, waste disposal 
and air quality.  In preparing these plans and policies, the Mayor must 
consult the London Assembly as well as London Borough Councils and the 
general public.  Once the plans and policies have been adopted, they must be 
kept under review and updated when necessary
　The Mayor sets budgets so that projects can be funded to deliver his 
vision for improving London. To achieve these aims, the Mayor sets 
the annual budget for the Greater London Authority as well as for the 
Metropolitan Police Authority (MPA), Transport for London (TfL), London 
Development Agency (LDA) and London Fire and Emergency Planning 
Authority (LFEPA).  Each of these authorities has its own management 
board which is responsible for its operation.  However, the Government’s 
Localism Bill now before Parliament proposes the abolition of the LDA and 
the transfer of its powers to the GLA
　The Mayor has a number of other duties relating to culture and tourism, 
including managing Trafalgar Square and Parliament Square.  In line with his 
commitment to do everything he can to improve London, the Mayor holds a 
number of executive and non-executive positions in a range of organisations.
　With a powerful elected Mayor, it is essential that there is some other 
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democratically elected body to scrutinise the activities of the Mayor and 
ensure public accountability.  The Government therefore established the 
London Assembly to:
　・ Scrutinise the Mayor’s actions and decisions. The Assembly does this 
by directly questioning the Mayor and his advisors about his actions, 
strategies and decisions in key areas such as transport, housing, 
economic development, environment, health, planning, public services, 
culture, sport and tourism.
　・ Vote on the Mayor’s budget. The Assembly can amend the Mayor’s 
total budget if two-thirds of the members agree to do so.
　・ Investigate matters of importance to London.  This is done by cross-
party committees.  External experts may be asked to help the Assembly 
members in their investigations.
　・ Hold the functional bodies to account.  The Assembly does this by 
directly questioning the senior officers about the organisation’s 
activities, strategies and decisions.
London Boroughs
　The 32 London Borough Councils were established in 1956, at the same 
time as the former Greater London Council.  They are local authorities 
in their own right, performing the same functions and operating in 
accordance with the same legislation as local authorities in the rest of 
England.  Elections are held every 4 years and the political party with the 
largest number of councillors takes control of the council.  The number 
of councillors varies between councils with the London Borough of 
Hammersmith & Fulham having just 46 councillors whilst the London 
Borough of Croydon has 70. 
　Whereas the Greater London Authority Act 1999 allows only one form of 
executive governance － a directly elected Mayor－ the Local Government 
Act 2000 permits local authorities in general, including London Borough 
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Councils, a chose from three possible arrangements（6）.  These are illustrated 
in Figure 4.  The most widely adopted arrangement is for the councillors 
to elect one of their members as their Leader, who chairs a cabinet formed 
of councillors who have either been selected by the Leader or by the full 
council.  Under the Local Government Act 2007, the Leader is elected for 
a four year term in office or for as long as she or he remains an elected 
councillor. The Leader will, however, depend on the continued support of the 
council members in order to remain in office, and he or she can be replaced 
by the council at any time.  Therefore if a political party loses overall control 
of a local authority following an election, the opposition parties are likely to 
vote to remove the Leader and replace him or her with their own favoured 
candidate.  The size of the cabinet is limited to 10 members including the 
Leader.
　The Local Government Act 2000 allows local authorities to adopt the 
directly elected Mayor system of governance, but a local referendum must 
be held before this comes into effect.  The referendum can be called either 
by the local authority itself or through a petition signed by more than 5 per 
cent of the citizens.  Under this arrangement, the Mayor chairs the cabinet 
selected from amongst the councillors.  Only one London Borough Council, 
Newham, and 10 councils outside London have chosen this system.  The 
Local Government Act 2007 Act introduced a third system under which both 
the Mayor and the members of the cabinet are directly elected but, so far, no 
Source: Local government today（7）
Figure 4　Local authority governance arrangements
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authority has adopted this arrangement. 
　Proposals in the Government’s Localism Bill now before Parliament will 
allow local authorities to revert to a system of decision making by committees 
of councillors, which was referred to earlier in this paper（8）.  They will no 
longer be required to adopt the Leader and cabinet or the Mayor and cabinet 
system, but they will still be able to chose this if they prefer. 
　The various services which they are responsible for providing are in-
dicated in Table 1 below.  In general these are quite separate from the 
responsibilities of the GLA and its functional bodies.  However, there are 
some overlaps.
　Transport for London (TfL) is responsible for 580 kilometres of the most 
Table 1　Local authority responsibility for major services in London
City of
London
London
 boroughs
Greater
 London 
Authority
Single
 purpose 
authorities
Education √ √
Highways √ √ √
Transport planning √ √ √
Passenger transport √
Social care √ √
Housing √ √
Libraries √ √
Leisure and recreation √ √
Environmental Health √ √
Waste collection √ √
Waste disposal √ √ √
Economic development √ √ √
Strategic planning √ √ √
Planning applications √ √
Police √
Fire and rescue √
Local taxation √ √
The single purpose authorities are 4 waste disposal authorities serving a total 
of 21 Boroughs.  The remaining 12 Boroughs are responsible for waste disposal 
individually
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heavily trafficked roads in London known as the Transport for London Road 
Network (TLRN).  Although illthis network amounts to no more that 4% 
of London’s total road length, it carries over 30% of its traffic.  Other roads 
are managed by the individual London Boroughs.  TfL is responsible for bus 
services operating on both the TLRN and Borough roads.  Both TfL and the 
London Borough councils are therefore responsible for different aspects of 
transport planning.
　The Mayor is responsible for strategic planning in London and must 
prepare a Spatial Development Strategy for London, known as the London 
Plan（9）.  This:
　・ is the strategic plan that sets out an integrated social, economic and 
environmental framework for the future development of London, 
looking forward 15−20 years;
　・ integrates the physical and geographic dimensions of the Mayor’s 
other strategies, and includes broad locations for change and provides 
a framework for land use management and development, which is 
strongly linked to improvements in infrastructure, especially transport;
　・ provides the London-wide context within which the London Boroughs 
must set their local planning policies; and
　・ sets the policy framework for the Mayor’s involvement in major 
planning decisions in London.
　Each London Borough Council must prepare a local plan, known as a 
Local Development Framework, which sets out its proposals for the future 
development of its area（10）.  This also provided the basis for making decisions 
on planning applications.  Most of these are decided locally but certain types 
of major development proposals are referred to the Mayor who can direct 
approval, refusal of permission, or return the proposal to the local authority 
to determine（11）. 
　In general local authorities, including London Borough Councils, provide 
services individually.  However, Section 101 of the Local Government Act 
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1972 allows any two or more local authorities to carry out any function or 
provide any service jointly if they are required or allowed to do it individually. 
This provision has been used from time to time.  For example, between 
1986 and 2000 the London Borough Councils jointly managed the London 
Research Centre to provide them with coordinate information and research 
services.  In 2000 the London Research Centre was absorbed into the newly 
formed GLA.  There is now a growing interest in the use of Section 101, and 
related provisions in other Acts of Parliament, in order improve efficiency 
and reduce costs.
　In October 2010 the Leaders of Westminster City Council, Hammersmith 
and Fulham Council, and Kensington and Chelsea Council (numbered 14, 
4 and 7 respectively on Figure 2) announced the proposed merger of the 
services provided by their three authorities, with firm plans to be agreed by 
February 2011（12）.   However, these change will not amount to a full merger 
of the Councils because each will retain its political sovereignty, continue to 
set its own rate of council tax, and be able to specify the levels of service to 
be provided within its Boroughs.
　Whilst the London proposal has received the widest publicity, many local 
authorities are considering combining services with their neighbours, or 
have done so already, as a consequence of growing financial pressures（13）. 
As part of Government’s plan to reduce its budget deficit, it is reducing its 
funding to London Borough Councils by a total of 19.6% by the fiscal year 
2014/15（14）.  It is obvious that this will have a very significant effect on the 
range of services provided by London Borough Councils, and how they 
provide them, but it is too early to say precisely what those effects will be.
　（ 1 ）　 Transport for London.  Travel in London:  Report 3. London: Transport for 
London, 2010. http://www.tfl.gov.uk/assets/downloads/corporate/travel-in-
london-report-3.pdf
　（ 2 ）　 Halliday, Stephen.  The Great Stink of London.  Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 
1999,  pp. 58-76
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　（ 3 ）　 Herbert, Sir Edwin (Chairman).  Royal Commission on local government in 
Greater London, 1957-60.  (The Herbert Commission).  London: HMSO, 
1960.
　（ 4 ）　 Chandler, J A.  Local government today.  Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2009, pp. 87-99. 
　（ 5 ）　 Greater London Authority Act 1999, section 30 htp://www.legislation.gov.
uk/ukpga/1999/29/contents
　（ 6 ）　See reference 3 above.
　（ 7 ）　See reference 3 above, Figure 7.7 to 7.3
　（ 8 ）　 For information on the Localism Bill go to http://www.communities.gov.uk/
news/newsroom/1794971
　（ 9 ）　 For more information on the London Plan go to http://www.london.gov.uk/
shaping-london/london-plan/
　（10）　 Department for Communities and Local Government.  Planning Policy 
Statement 12: Local Spatial Planning.  London: TSO, 2008 http://www.
communities.gov.uk/publications/planningandbuilding/pps12lsp
　（11）　 Government Office for London.  GOL Circular 1/2008  Strategic planning in 
London.  London:  Government office for London, 2008,  pp. 20-30. http://
www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/Circular%201-2008.pdf
　（12）　 Joint statement from Westminster Council, Hammersmith and Fulham Council 
and Kensington and Chelsea.  Westminster City Council press release 22 
October 2010  http://www.westminster.gov.uk/press-releases/2010-10/joint-
statement-from-westminster-council-hammersmi/
　（13）　 Smulian, Mark. “Joining forces”  Planning, 6 August 2010, pp. 12-13  http://
www.planningresource.co.uk/news/login/1020310
　（14）　 London Councils.  Spending Review 2010.  Briefing 20 October 2010, p. 4 
http://www.londoncouncils.gov.uk/policylobbying/localgovernmentfinance/
csr.htm
